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IN MEMORY OF OUR CAT SNOWBALL 
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Foreword 


by David Surman 


The Internet has radically transformed the role of the artist in our contemporary 
culture. It has connected the world in @ profound way, enabling @ continuous 
encounter to take place between remotely networked individuals. In the early days of 
ts of © particular persuasion 
together. Today we are living through an extrinsic phase, where work 
ft on undefined public, 10 glean approval ond sociel capital, and with litle or no 
‘guarantee of financial return. We exist within @ tightly wound circuit, stuck in 


fort on the web, dedicated forums would corral ar 


cost outward 


feedback loop of sought-after approval, uncertainty ond anonymity. We ore expored 
0.4 vast and unremitting flow of images, and it can be daunting. 


In Ketsuhire Otomo's manga Akira we see great urban towers pulverized down 10 
single bricks and stones; os ertists we chip away ot our ambitions to moke them fit an 
cortitic culture shoped by the Internet and social medio. What we see offen is @ lots of 
courage, « preference for copying perceived successes and habits. Drow o picture, 
‘con it, colour it sale it, pott it, share it, Refresh ond await feedback, maybe proise; 
no comment is the worst eriticsm. In this anxious world of anonymous picture 

makers we have seen the curious revival of the pin-up, @ single image that offers the 
choracter in a minimal setting. Quick to produce, easy to share, @ pigeonholed art for 
to this trend, 
deconstructing contemporary Internet art habits to mobilize people toward something 
jger ond bolder. 


igeonholed people. The Bartkira project specks in eppo: 


‘A foreword such os this can sometimes feel ike @ final word, @ prescribed view on an 
ortistic work, but Bortkira resists any singular Inerpretation, The Bartkiee project hes 
reached @ halfway point. There are enother three volumes to transform in the process 
of reimagining Katsuhiro Otome's dystopien epic through the lens of Matt Groening’ 
Springfield. What follows ore some of my thoughts on this inspiring and compelling 
project. Vast chunks of Neo-Tokyo quietly await the moment when they will succumb 

to 0 process that may or may not involve the addition of donuts, 0 blush of hot pink 
here ond there, sensvous cartoon curves instead of jagged edges. We de know how it 
will go, since the plot of Akire exists os fomilior scaffolding, but in meny ways the 
future of Bortkira is unknown. 


To date over seven hundred artist are contributing their time ond skill to Bartkire. 
Like the fulminating explosion of energy Ralph unleashes, the project engulfs our 
collective imagination withthe infectious power of a brilliant concept executed 
beautifully. | defy you to lock away from the light. 


In Otome's world young people exist without certointy, in @ precarious existence 
where conceited elders despise them. A serendipitous encounter on @ highway 

disrupts reality and enables those same alienated youths to play out their frustrations 
‘on © grand scale. In Groening’s satirical world, reality is constant and exists to be 
pilloried. The viopian dreams of suburban America ore shown as innocent yet hollow, 
repetitive yet pleasurable. Outlandith hopes are irty minutes to play out, 
before the end of the episode restores the status que. Only in the incongruous death of 
© Simpsons choracter like Maude Flanders do we detect the kind of finality thet 
choracterises Akira. At the end of Akira the world hes changed end there is no going 
bck, the characters making the best of what they have left. Today we find ourselves, 
ina similar predicament, cought between intense nostalgia and © growing call for 


change, 


In the world of animation ond comics, we may never again see the meteoric success 
of celebrity artists like Otomo and Groening. Seen from the present, their global 
succets In the eighties ond nineties takes on mythological proportions. Like Swift's 
hero Gulliver they 
diminutive Liliputians, scheming @ multitude of ways to bring them down te our 


Ide across the landicape, casting @ vast shadow. We are the 


level to steal a glonce at their grandeur. But the nature of art has changed so 
completely in the past thirty years. Towards the beginning of the project Bartkira editor 


James Harvey and | discussed the need for bold and ambitious projects, endeavours 


that push ogainst the miniaturization of artistic ambition caused by two decades of 
Internet culture. Bartkira transforms this problem in @ uniquely contemporary way, 
through its use of crowdsourcing and collaborotion and @ concept that uses appropriation 


eo: © means to defer the anxiety of origina 


Ins significant to bring together Akira and The Simpsons, two great empires of the 


they re pessimistic views on our 


Imogination. Conceived ot roughly the same time, 


contemporary world thet nonetheless express great vitality ond exuberant action. Both 
works celebrate the power of on eccentric enzemble cost, Characters plainly speak of 
the futility of their efforts to achieve some kind of justice, but nonetheless make huge 


efforts to shrug off the inadequacies of the present. In reading the first two volumes 
‘one is struck more by the commonalities than the lfferences between these two 
worlds. | wes continually reminded of the diversity of characters in both Neo-Tokyo 
‘ond Springfield. Bartkiro, with its sudden stylistic shifts between ever changing 


ertistic hands, echoes the collectivism of beth sources. Remember that Akira was 


Inspired by the student protest movement, The Simpsons by small town suburban 
fomily life. These ore works about groups of people, and Bortkira makes visible thet 


inspiration. 


‘Art by hipx//artsyhennibolumblcom/ 


Through its union of form end content, Bar 
functions like @ kind of ollegory in praise of shared 
‘effort. Suddenly we get a sense thet artists’ collective 

power Is expressed metophoricelly throughout 


Bartkira, such as in the efforts of the three Espers; 
‘Martin, Tedd and Wendell; mani 
though the medium, Laura Powers. | feel like I'm 
reading Akira in @ new way end I'm constantly 
reminded of John Heywood's axiom "many hands 
‘moke light work.” 


sting thelr power 


‘Moving from ortist 10 artist across the pages of 
Bartkiro, the reader is struck by changes in style ond 
‘epproach, sometimes subtle, at other times jarring. 
I'm reminded that this represents who we are today, 
‘a messy but productive global network of artists 
‘coming from an incredible diversity of backgrounds, 


© vost range of experience to be expressed. 


Borikira presents a tight brief to its contributors, but nonetheless each page expresses an indi- 
Vvidvality willingly sublimated into the greater project. We see humble biro pen transition to 
lavishly rendered pointing and then to stark edjacencies of coloured shope. Bartkire reminds 


ime of the experience of leafing through the rebus of styles and statements made by Art 
Splegelmon’s Raw Magazine. Contributors to Raw understood that they had to make on 
Iimpect, but impact worked like Trojan horse, within which subtler expressions of identity end 
ferent, because we're also 


seeing Otomo’s Akira, eppropriated and reworked, but nonetheless present. 


‘The peculior nature of the appropriation is key to Berikira’s eppeel. What creator Ryan 
Humphrey end editor Jomes Harvey propote is not simply to redraw Akira in one’s own hond, 


‘opposing Otome’s gigantic genius with our own, but rather to smother Otome’s sincerity in the 


Ironies and satirical flows of Groening’s infinitely reworked and all encompossing familiar 
‘world. In doing this they degrade the specificity of Akiro as Japanese cyberpunk, but elevate it 
‘05 6 tremendous formal achievement. Otomo’s compositions and pacing are somehow revealed 


420 this project as 0 serious 


‘onew, perticulerly in his treatment of movement through space. 
‘work of collective art making disguised as @ kind of fan fiction. 


In Bortkiro, The Simprons ‘covers’ Akira like © rubber mack pulled over the head of @ 
marble Buddha. Much like the irregular and chaotic style of the early Simpsons episodes, 
this mask changes and vibrates like @ raw nerve expored in the process of drawing. 
Things get wild, but we immediately recognize ond hold on to the iconography 

(the moustache of Ned Flanders, the star array of Lisa Simpron's hair) 

Co these constancies are refreshed by each artists hand. At times the mosk is thick, 

fully obfuscating the tremendous draughtsmanship of Otomo with « DayGlo bug-eyed 
world, Here we see Simpsons more than we see Akira, Elsewhere the mauk is thin; 
minimally distorting the appropriated page, save for subi 
of each choracter ond the replacement of dialogue. There is pleorure to be hed in these 


manipulations of the head 


voriations, as the eye 
meves from style 10 
style but follows the 
guiding norrative 


underneath. 


‘As the process of 


volumes new subtleties 
will be revealed. 
Strangely, the intensity of 


Otomo's emotionally wrought 
world also reciprocally changes 
our understonding of 
The Simpsons. New dime 
revecled to characters we thought 
we understood completely. Bartkira 


‘Art by T-We 
(t-weitumbicom) 
forces us to acknowledge that we 
ottach © greot deal to these cartoon 
worlds that have parelleled the lives of 
s0 many of the contributing artists 

ond readers, 


David Surman, May 2015. 


David Surman is en artist and curator 
boxed in London, England. 
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